The mistaken diagnosis of child abuse: a three-year USAF Medical Center analysis and literature review.
Medical personnel who evaluate children for child abuse and neglect (CAN) must be familiar with the many pediatric conditions that resemble CAN in order to avoid over reporting. During a 3-year period, a total of 504 suspected child abuse patients were evaluated by our CAN team. After preliminary evaluation, 264 (52%) of these cases were unsubstantiated. Eighteen of these 264 (7%) were initially considered as cases of CAN but were later proven to be conditions that were misdiagnosed as CAN. Thirteen of the 18 (72%) were readily diagnosed after consultation with a pediatrician or other health care consultant. Investigation of the remaining 5 patients (29%) was more difficult and more extensive, requiring a period of separation from the parents with consequent emotional hardship to the family. These conditions included (1) a patient with osteogenesis imperfecta type IV, (2) a patient with Ehlers-Danlos syndrome, (3) two patients with benign external hydrocephaly of infancy, and (4) a patient with Crohn's disease, who was evaluated for sexual abuse because of chronic abdominal pain. A comprehensive literature review of pediatric conditions that may mimic CAN is presented by diagnostic categories to assist clinicians in differentiating medical conditions that may simulate CAN. Methods to support parents who have been incorrectly reported are discussed.